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THE MAINE STATE ARCHIVES: A PROGRESS REPORT 
Speech at 
Fifth Annual Meeting 
of the 
Maine League of Historical Societies and Museums 
Saturday Afternoon, September 17, 1966 
City Hall, Ellsworth, Maine 
by 
Samuel So Silsby, Jr., State Archivist 
Interviewed by phone for a local radio program in Augusta last 
week, I was asked to comment on the value of the Maine State Cultural 
Building with respect to the archives program and the citizens of 
Maine. New to this sort of thing, my reply was less than completely 
responsive, and, in a desperate effort to say something, I quipped 
that in order to explain the significance of the building, I ought to 
describe what was meant by "archives." My foot in the door, I stated 
that "archives" was a generic term which is often used to refer to 
three different things: 
First, permanently valuable records; 
Second, the place where they are housed; and 
Third, the agency which is responsible for preserving them. I pointed 
out that in its generally accepted sense, "archives" were the non-
current or inactive records of public or private institutions of 
permanent value. Of course, it was not easy to resist the temptation 
to point out that "archives" were certainly not something that one 
used on a salad and I didn't! I pointed out that the primary 
function of a State archival agency was to assemble the permanently 
valuable records of the State in a location where they would be made 
readily available for study and research. This led me to observe that 
the importance of properly preserving archival material was probably 
not fully appreciated; so I offered three reasons why I felt the preser-
vation of such material was important: 
First, that the preservation of archival material was necessary 
in order to provide primary source material for information 
concerning the State of Maine and its history and traditions; 
Second, that such material provides research and educational 
opportunities in many areas that affect the development of the 
arts, letters and sciences; 
Third, that such material preserves the evidence·of important 
public .and private rights. 
The interview terminated at this point; and to my complete 
chagrin, in reflecting upon my performance some moments later, not 
a word had been said as to the significance of the Maine State Cultural 
Building to the archives program and the State of Maine 
occurence, I can assure you, that will not happen again! 
• An 
As a matter of fact, the more I think about it, the more I become 
convinced that the passage in Gods, Graves and Scholars, which describes 
the two volume work which Martorelli wrote to prove by the inspection 
of an inkwell that the Ancients used books of rectangular shape rather 
than scrolls could be used with equal effect to describe the extent of 
my contribution in advancing the cause for the archives program and the 
Maine State Cultural Building. 
This parody illustrates the approach we have taken in our efforts 
to establish a much needed archival program for the State. I do not 
mean to say that much of what was done was not justified, but to 
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point out that there has been a great deal of concentration on matters 
which really made little or no appreciable contribution in meeting 
our overall needs. However, by indirection as much as direction, 
these have finally been effectively communicated to the Legislature, 
resulting in the long awaited archives program. It seems obvious that 
in order to project our overall requirements that a more satisfactory 
means of communicating future needs must be found. Clearly without 
an insight into what is to be accomplished, it is impossible to proceed 
logically to develop the various steps which must be taken to attain 
these goals. In a broad sense, the wide-range of archival activity 
encompasses the contributions made in the field of preservation by each 
of our historical societies in the State, our museums and the many other 
private institutions and organizations all of which play an important 
role in preserving and presenting the history of Maine. 
It is my own feeling that each of these organizations should 
approach the problem philosophically by uniting, expanding the issues, 
rounding up the necessary support, and taking action on the problems 
that face~ them now, rather than 15 or 20 years hence. 
There are necessary and sufficient conditions for taking such action, 
and certainly there are always the usual number of platitudes about 
how to proceed which only enfeeble efforts to make a significant 
accomplishment. 
There seems no better time than the present to suggest, as a 
companion study to the survey being conducted by the Commission on the 
Arts and Humanities, that an overall study of the State's historical 
resources is long overdue and is a necessary and indispensable preliminary 
step toward marshalling our future efforts. The results of such an 
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assessment will undoubtedly suggest many ways of more effectively 
accomplishing the objectives which are finally established. 
The struggle undertaken on behalf of the archives program by 
the Maine League, the Maine Archives Committee and affiliated 
organizations emphasizes what can be accomplished when necessity is 
translated by practical experience into action. Such a course in-
volves the inevitable compromises which may somewhat diminish the 
scope of what is considered as absolutely necessary, but while it 
may be considerably less than optimum, provides a basis for further 
efforts. The history of the archives program in Maine represents an 
experience in itself which should not be duplicated when one considers 
the many long years during which the establishment of such a program 
was sought and produced nothing but technical papers and endless 
discussion. 
There is little to be said for slow beginnings, but in such 
cases, there is at least a beginning. For those of you who are 
familiar with the writings of C. Northcote Parkinson, there is a 
certain element of truth in his observation that programs which are 
launched full blown do not in any way measure up to the success achieved 
by the slow starter. As he points out in Parkinson's Law: 
Examples abound of new institutions corning into existence with a 
full establishment of deputy directors, consultants and executives; 
all these coming together in a building specially designed for 
their purpose. And experience proves that such an institution 
will die. It is choked by its own perfection. It cannot take 
root for lack of soil. It cannot grow naturally for it is already 
grown. 
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The observati?n applied to the archives program leaves scarce 
doubt that its whispy origin augers well for its continued life. 
The establishment of the archives and records management law involved 
the inevitable compromises necessary to place a so-called "fringe program" 
on the statute books; and, as a result, necessarily curtail the range 
of services which could otherwise be provided with adequate funds for 
personnel, equipment and housing. While we still lack much of what 
will ultimately be necessary to realize the full potential of the 
program, there is still a tremendous opportunity to formulate the plans, 
policies and procedures which will ultimately govern the administration 
of the program. 
Because most of you are generally acquainted with the needs 
which prompted the enactment of the archives and records management 
law, it seems expedient, in view of your continued interest, that you 
would consider the practical aspects involved in implementing the 
administrative features of the program. I am sure that you will 
consider such information of value as you are asked for continuing 
support of the program, and you may be assured that I shall take 
every opportunity to keep you informed of our progress and needs. 
The records management and archives law establishing the Maine 
State Archives is intended to achieve a more economical and efficient 
administration of current State records as well as provide for pre-
servation of its noncurrent records of permanent value. 
The Maine State Archives, as the official agency of the State, 
has been in operation since July 5, 1966. The law creating the agency, 
because of the constitutional responsibility of the Secretary of State, 
requires that the appointment of the State Archivist be made by the 
Secretary of State, but in all other respects imposes the responsibility 
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for the archives and records management program squarely upon the 
shoulders of the State Archivist. An Archives Advisory Board is 
established to advise the State Archivist, consisting of 6 interested 
persons appointed by the Governor and 5 State officers who serve 
as ex officio members. The law establishing the program has been 
acclaimed by some of the foremost experts in the country as one of the 
most advanced in the field of archival and records management planning. 
In accordance with the standards for State archival operations of 
the Society of American Archivists, the law sanctions a number of program 
activities in which the Maine State Archives must ultimately engage 
if it is to fulfill the purposes for which it was established. 
These include, but are in no way limited to, such activities as: 
1. Records inventory and preparation of retention and 
disposal schedules. 
2. Weeding and processing records preparatory to their transfer 
to the archives. 
3. Destruction of records of no archival value. 
4. Establishing standards, procedures and techniques for 
effective records management, based upon continuing surveys 
of paper-work operations, with recommendations for improved 
use of space, equipment and supplies employed in creating, 
maintaining and servicing records. 
5. Receiving, processing and accessioning State and private 
records; preparation of finding aids. 
6o Preservation and rehabilitation of records, including repairs, 
binding and lamination services. 
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7. Photographic reproduction, including photographic copies 
and microfilming of essential State records. 
8. Reference services, including mail inquiries, research and 
making material available for public use. 
9. Advice and assistance to the legislative and judicial branches 
of the State, counties and municipalities concerning the 
preservation of their records. 
10. Publications. 
Obviously, with its limited resources, the Maine State Archives lacks 
the present ability to undertake many of the important program activities 
contemplated under the records management and archives lawo The weight 
of administrative effort between archive and records management provisions, 
until such time as appropriate facilities, equipment and staff become 
available, necessarily means a greater emphasis on the records manage-
ment features of the program. The initial phase is presently underway. 
Specifically, we are gathering whatever descriptive information we can 
concerning the purposes, functions and operations of each existing 
State agency. The various agencies have each been furnished with copies 
of the law and have been individually contacted by letter in order to 
explain the program and to obtain their cooperation and support in 
completing a brief questionnaire on the records management phase of the 
program. Their compliance in furnishing the information and materials 
requested has far exceeded our expectations, and, as a result of our 
request for the designation of a records officer for each agency, we 
have a file of available officials to contact for further information 
concerning the paper work operations of the various agencies. 
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Previous surveys of State government operations, such as those by 
the Public Administration Service in 1956, the Citizens' State Government 
Committee in 1952, the National Institute of Public Administration in 
1930, as well as various pilot studies authorized by the Legislature, 
have been broken down for a considerable amount of detail concerning the 
administrative functioning of each agency. The use of the extensive 
catalogue and vertical file material kept by the Maine State Library 
on the State agencies and their publications has been made available 
to the Maine State Archives on a copy basis, which, in addition to the 
many other resources that it has, will greatly assist this particular 
phase of operation. Several agencies, such as the Department of 
Finance and Administration and Department of Audit, have been extremely 
helpful in furnishing hard to obtain material, and even the current 
study of State personnel by professional consultants for the Legislative 
Research Committee has provided excellent, up-to-date organization 
charts for each State agency. The effort to saturate our files 
with information concerning the State agencies has not been limited 
entirely to official sources. 
We are gratef.ul for such materials as the State government 
booklet which Miss Geneva Kirk and the history and government 
faculty of Lewiston High School placed at our disposal. 
The material developed on each State agency will form a 
master file which will be continuously revised and used to provide a 
comprehensive, accurate and up-to-date description of the functions 
and organization of each agency. The completeness of such descriptive 
information is a necessary condition to an effective records management 
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program, and an essential prerequisite in the initial identification, 
inventory and estimation of the quantity of current and noncurrent 
records of each agency, including the estimated accumulation of active 
records and how long each series is needed for current use. The orderly 
accessioning of the noncurrent, permanently valuable records of the 
State will depend upon the completeness of such information and con-
sequent effectiveness of the retention and disposal schedules established. 
The necessity of relating the various groups or series of records to 
the agencies which produced them will require a substantial amount of 
research into the administrative history of the State to develop 
comparable descriptive material for the now non-existent State agencies. 
If the recent survey made by the Archives Advisory Board is 
reasonably accurate, the State has at least 40,000 cubic feet of 
inactive records scattered among some 50 State agencies. On the 
ratio of 2 cubic feet per legal size file drawer or 8 cubic feet for 
each 4 drawer legal file, this material would fill 5,000 such files. 
The material, as it is, is distributed over a wide number of locations, 
either in the various State offices where it takes up valuable work 
space or stored in inadequate and inacessible areas, such as the 
unlamented elevator shaft, the Vickery-Hill Building or the powder 
houses at the Augusta State Hospital. The evaluation and disposition 
of this 146 year old assortment of archival and non-archival material 
will obviously present many problems until adequate space is available 
for physically relocating the materials worth saving. The fact that most 
of the accumulation is held by existing State agencies, or is at least 
under their jurisdiction, should ease the task of separating some of 
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the archival material out, if for no other reason than on the basis of 
the limited inventories taken by the agencies themselves, or upon the 
basis of more comprehensive surveys, such as the one completed by 
Professor Allan Johnson of Bowdoin College in 1908. 
The obvious and most practical solution to gain control over the 
accumulation is to begin an immediate, active operation to destroy 
that portion of the material having no archival value, thereby probably 
substantially reducing the quantity which will ultimately require 
housing in the archives. 
The experience of the now defunct Committee on the Destruction of 
Old Records during the twenty year period it was in operation will be 
especially helpful in formulating policie~ and regulations to govern the 
function. Temporarily at least, its regulations will probably be re-
instated until there has been sufficient time to study the problem and 
devise what procedures and regulations will be necessary. 
While very little can be done in physically relocating archival 
material, except in extreme situations, there is much that can be done 
to retire important records such as the Journals of the House, Senate 
and Executive Council from active use through microfilming. Arrangements 
with the Division of Research and Vital Records of the Department of 
Health and Welfare will make the use of its microfilming equipment 
available for this purpose at a fraction of the cost if it were done 
on a contractural basis outsideo The film copy will be made available 
for viewing on the recordak at the Maine State Library until the Maine 
State Archives can provide the service. Other areas of possible 
activity in the program are apparent in the rehabilitation of archival 
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records which could be immediately undertaken on a priority basis 
when funds are available. Reference services, including mail inquiries, 
research and making material available for use, are being provided 
within the limits of available staff time, though inquiries for ex-
tensive genealogical research have had to be referred to professional 
genealogists working in the immediate area. There are several worth 
while publications which suggest themselves in considering what 
the Maine State Archives can do in this area. The fact that much of 
the material necessary for compiling a first class State government 
manual will be available in the archives files makes this a project 
well worth considering, not to mention the need for a carefully 
compiled directory of State and county officers. 
The Maine State Archives, at the request of the Secretary of State, 
has assumed responsibility for the publication of the administrative 
procedures code which will incorporate the rules and regulations issued 
by the various State agencies into a single publication. The Federal 
Register issued by the National Archives and Records Service is a 
similar publication. 
The need for a State archival agency to have both published as 
well as unpublished material of each State agency available has prompted 
the Maine State Archives to make arrangements with each agency to receive 
their publications as issued, and with the Maine State Library for the 
earlier ones which it can supply. By beginning now, the Maine State 
Archives will be in a better position to make the material available 
when research facilities become available. 
At the present time, the facilities of the Maine State Archives 
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consist of one office on a second floor balcony over the corporation 
division in the Secretary of State's office. The archives has access 
to the elevator vault on the second floor of the State House, Vault 
"C", so-called, immediately below it on the first floor, and to a 
basement room on the first floor where the legislative journals and 
various records of the Executive Council are stored. The Maine State 
Archives, as such, has no vault or storage space of its own, and with 
little chance that it will pick up any available space in the immediate 
future. There is a possibility that the maximum security vault retained 
by the Treasury Department in the Secretary of State's Office will come 
up for grabs in the near future, and the Maine State Archives may be 
able to make out a pretty convincing case for its use for storing the 
Constitution and certain other important documents irrespective of 
whether it has humidity and temperature controls or not. 
The problem of housing the Maine State Archives has been 
carefully considered by the Archives Advisory Board and Museum Study 
Committee of the l02nd Legislature. The archives facilities in-
corporated into the proposed Maine State Cultural Building are based 
on realistic estimates of the space required for an archival operation 
provided by Dr. James B. Rhoads, the Deputy Archivist of the United 
States, who acted as a consultant to the Board. The detailed space 
requirements which he developed were included with similar requirements 
supplied by the Maine State Library and Museum consultants to arrive 
at overall space estimates for the Maine State Cultural Building. 
The archives facilities contained in the proposed building includes 
appropriate space allocations for each specific function necessary 
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in processing the work flow of the Maine State Archives, including a 
Receiving Room, a Preparation Room, a Photoreproduction and Restoring 
Area, a Stack Area, A Vault, a Search Room, and an Administrative 
Area. The following comments prepared by the Archives Advisory Board 
describe the part which each of these facilities plays in the archival 
work flow: 
"Records commonly arrive at the archives by truck and are trans-
ferred at once to the Receiving Room, shared with the Library and Museum, 
for sorting and any cleaning or fumigation necessary for immediate 
preservation. The records are then sent to the adjacent Preparation 
Room, where documentary experts enter their arrival in the archives• 
file, prepare catalogue descriptions of them, and box and label them 
for shelving. Upon their arrival, or at a latter date, records may 
need repair, or it may be necessary to make photocopies of them. These 
operations are carried out by specially trained personnel in the 
Photoreproduction and Restoring Area, which is equipped with such 
devices as laminating machines ( for strengthening fragile documents ) 
and microfilm cameras. Photoreproduction facilities will be shared 
with the Library and Museum. 
After processing, records are stored in what is by far the largest 
part of the archives, the Stack Area. For convenience this area 
must be centrally located, and for maximum protection for the documents, 
it must have fireresistant doors, protection against infrared and ultra-
violet rays, and proper temperature and humidity controls. 
In the proposed Cultural Building, the Stack area will consist of 
three tiers of metal shelving piled one on top of the other to save 
floor space. In or near the stacks, there will be a maximum security 
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vault for especially valuable material, such as Maine's priceless 
Constitution of 1820. Each of the three agencies in the Cultural 
Building will have exclusive access to its own vault area, but the 
three will be housed in one common vault structure. 
The archives facility must serve people as well as documents. 
The Search Room where members of the public may use archival materials 
will be located adjacent to the stacks. The room will be provided 
with a special alcove for the use of microfilm readers. Working space 
for archives employees, also located near the stack area, will include 
a private office for the Archivist, a secretarial room, a general office 
room, and a private office for the chief assistant. Desk space for 
various technicians will also be provided in the stack area. 
The "intent and content" prepared by the Attorney General to 
explain the bond issue for the Cultural Building, after briefly 
describing the purposes, concludes with this paragraph: 
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The State Treasurer is authorized under the direction of the State 
Cultural Building Authority, with approval of the Governor and Council, 
to issue bonds maturing not later than 40 years in an amount not 
exceeding $4,800,000.00 for the purposes stated above. 
Everything being equal, it seems improbable that any bonds will 
be issued, if the Building is approved, before 1967; and if the entire 
40 year perio~is required to retire them, the financing of the Building 
will be completed by 2007. 
The financing involved for this project ranks very small in 
comparison with the financial effort of the State of Maine for 
education during the present decade. The advances forecast for the year 
2000 in every field of human endeavor will require the best we can 
provide to meet the challenges of a fiercely competitive world. 
The significance of the bond issue for the Library-Archives-Museum 
Building in ratio to the contribution it will make during this period 
makes it unquestionably the best investment the people of this State 
have ever been called upon to approve. 
The future of the Maine State Archives, as a State institution, 
is of vital consequence to the people of Maine which, in the last 
analysis, will be determined by their opinion. The interest shown in 
the enactment of the archives and records management law has been 
exceptional, but regardless how well intentioned, an administrative 
agency is no more effective than the appropriations and public support 
it receives. The interests of the Maine State Archives require adequate 
space and staff to realize the full potential of the archives and 
records management law. The approval of the proposed Maine State 
Cultural Building in November will inaugurate a new era of achievement 
and service to the people of Maine and provide the Maine State Archives 
with an opportunity of making the benefits of the archives and records 
management law a reality. 
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